What does it mean to hear affectively? If one hears effectively, one hears well, or at least well enough, relatively speaking. If one hears affectively, one hears in such a way as to be physically moved or disturbed; hearing affectively means experiencing sound viscerally, not just with one's ears but one's whole body. Rave-goers hear affectively: the dance music pulses through them with vibrational force, promoting communal ecstasy. People who live near train lines may feel the rumble of passing trains underfoot. If you stand in a bell tower while bells are rung, the sound of the tolling can vibrate through your body. We sometimes forget about the tactile dimension of sonic apprehension, or else we have conditioned ourselves not to notice it. This is a diminishment of our perceptual faculties and a reduction of our cognitive understanding. After all, there is more to sound than hearing; indeed, there are whole frequency ranges that cannot be humanly perceived. In her essays and public speeches, Dame Evelyn Glennie, the virtuoso percussionist, calls attention to the audiohaptic nature of vibratory perception. Hearing, Glennie insists, is not just a single-sensory process restricted to sound waves detected by the ears but a whole-body phenomenon in which one can touch, feel, and respond to sound as vibration. She writes:
Hearing is basically a specialised form of touch. Sound is simply vibrating air which the ear picks up and converts to electrical signals, which are then interpreted by the brain. The sense of hearing is not the only sense that can do this, touch can do this too. If you are standing by the road and a large truck goes by, do you hear or feel the vibration? The answer is both . . . . For some reason we tend to make a distinction between hearing a sound and feeling a vibration, in reality they are the same thing. It is interesting to note that in the Italian language this distinction does not exist. The verb "sentire" means to hear and the same verb in the reflexive form "sentirisi" means to feel. 1 Glennie relates how as a profoundly deaf 12-year-old (who had perfect pitch) she worked with her percussion teacher to learn different instruments-especially the timpani-through hearing-feeling the sounds they made. She could register sounds in various parts of her body, distinguishing pitches by locating their sites of resonance, which might be on her hands, wrists, face, neck, chest, lower body, or feet, depending on the frequency of the vibration. 2 Glennie now plays barefoot in order to heighten her audio-haptic connection to sound, lending her performances a dance-like quality. For Glennie, listening to sound in a holistic manner enables her to experience the vibrating world, to feel its resonances, and, ironically, to listen more sensitively than so-called hearing-enabled people.
Glennie's ability to touch and be touched by sound is remarkable, and highlights the connection between sound and affect. Although definitions of the term vary, "affect" denotes a pre-cognitive, bodily force (or "intensity") that results from activation of the autonomic nervous system. 3 Affect is an "in the moment," instinctive, uncontrollable physiological response to environmental stimuli-wincing at the sound of fingernails on a chalkboard, for instance, or jumping out of one's skin at the unexpected appearance of a loud sound in one's vicinity (BOO!). According to theorists, it is only when affect is consciously processed and/or physically expressed in a recognizable manner that it is registered as an emotion. Erin Hurley usefully summarizes distinctions between affect, mood, and emotion:
Affect happens to us (remember, it is out of our conscious control) and yet happens through us (it is the body regulating itself via the activation of certain organs, processes, or responses, as when we shiver in the cold). Mood is a disposition or background state that orients us to certain kinds of emotional responses and reactions. And emotion names our sensate, bodily experience in a way that at once organises it and makes it legible to ourselves and consonant with others' experiences or emotional lives. 4
Affect is primal feeling, and sound is a prime means by which it can be induced. This happens easily. As frequently stated by noise campaigners,
